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" T h e p u r s u i t of p e r s o n a l beauty has a l w a y s 
been a cen t ra l c o n c e r n of A m e r i c a n w o m e n . " I n 
fact, i t was as c e n t r a l to the separate c u l t u r e o n 
n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y w o m e n as d o m e s t i c chores 
o r the r i t u a l s of c h i l d b i r t h . It t ranscended class 
a n d r a c i a l barr iers , yet of a l l the e lements o f 
w o m e n ' s c u l t u r e , i t has p r o v e n " t h e m o s t d i v -
is ive a n d , u l t i m a t e l y the m o s t o p p r e s s i v e . " S o 
argues L o i s B a n n e r i n this m a j o r n e w w o r k of 
f e m i n i s t h i s t o r i c a l s c h o l a r s h i p . 
B a n n e r charts the h is tory of A m e r i c a n fash ions 
of face a n d f i g u r e between 1800 a n d 1921 a n d the 
c o n c u r r e n t g r o w t h of w h a t she ca l l s the " c o m -
m e r c i a l beauty c u l t u r e , " p u r v e y e d by dressmak-
ers a n d designers , d e p a r t m e n t store o w n e r s , 
hairdressers a n d cosmet i c ians . I n d o i n g so, she 
successful ly cha l lenges p r e v a i l i n g s o c i o l o g i c a l 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s based o n T h o r s t e i n V e b l e n ' s The 
Theory of the Leisure Class (1899). T h e a n a l y s i s 
of f a s h i o n , she ins is ts , " r e q u i r e s d e t a i l e d h i s t o r i -
c a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g " a n d m u s t be re lated to s o c i a l 
a n d e c o n o m i c trends, p o l i t i c a l events, a n d deve l -
o p m e n t s i n the f ine arts. 
American Beauty is a re jec t ion of V e b l e n ' s 
m o d e l w h i c h located the o r i g i n s of f a s h i o n 
changes a m o n g s o c i a l elites a n d i m p l i e d a perco-
l a t i o n d o w n w a r d t h r o u g h the class s tructure . It 
proposes instead that fashions e v o l v e d a n d spread 
t h r o u g h a n i n t e r a c t i o n of classes, i n c l u d i n g 
w o r k e r s a n d the m i d d l e classes as w e l l as the very 
w e a l t h y , a n d t h r o u g h the i m p o r t a n t i n f l u e n c e of 
a " s u b c u l t u r e of s e n s u a l i t y " — m e m b e r s of the 
s p o r t i n g set, i n h a b i t a n t s of the theatr ica l w o r l d 
a n d frequenters of sa loons a n d g a m i n g p a r l o u r s . 
U n d e r s t a n d i n g this process of i n t e r a c t i o n re-
q u i r e s d e t a i l e d s tudy of the m a j o r i n s t i t u t i o n s of 
p o p u l a r c u l t u r e , i n c l u d i n g the theatre, the dance 
h a l l , the d i m e m u s e u m , the m o v i e s a n d the 
beauty contest . 
D o c u m e n t i n g changes i n f a s h i o n a n d s tand-
ards of p e r s o n a l beauty is a task w h i c h poses 
m a n y c h a l l e n g e s f o r h i s t o r i a n s . B a n n e r has c o n -
s u l t e d a w i d e range of sources i n c l u d i n g n o v e l s , 
f a s h i o n m a g a z i n e s , d iar ies a n d a u t o b i o g r a p h i e s , 
beauty a n d et iquette m a n u a l s , t ravel lers ' ac-
c o u n t s , p e r i o d i c a l s , a n d adver t i sements . T h e 
search for ev idence w a s n o t a n easy o n e , she 
observes. " S t a n d a r d s of p e r s o n a l beauty f a l l i n t o 
the r e a l m of c u l t u r a l c o n v e n t i o n s that are so 
pervasive a n d are t a k e n so c o m p l e t e l y for g r a n t e d 
that c o m m e n t a t o r s a s s u m e w i d e s p r e a d f a m i l i a r -
i t y w i t h t h e m . " E v e n t h o u g h a d o m i n a n t s tand-
a r d of beauty ex is ted i n every age e x a m i n e d , i t 
was u s u a l l y b e i n g c h a l l e n g e d by several a l t e rna-
t ive m o d e l s , a n d a f a s h i o n - c o n s c i o u s w o m a n 
m i g h t i n c o r p o r a t e e lements of each i n t o her per -
s o n a l style. M o s t i m p o r t a n t l y , o u r o w n very d i f -
ferent s tandards c a n m a k e i t d i f f i c u l t for us to 
recognize beauty as i t was perceived by n ineteenth-
c e n t u r y observers. 
B a n n e r has d i v i d e d the years 1800-1921 i n t o 
f o u r d i s t i n c t p e r i o d s , each of w h i c h was d o m i -
n a t e d by a d i f ferent i d e a l i z e d m o d e l of f e m i n i n e 
beauty . T h e a n t e b e l l u m p e r i o d w i t n e s s e d the 
r e i g n o f " t h e s t e e l - e n g r a v i n g l a d y , " the f r a g i l e 
a n d s u b m i s s i v e m a i d e n p e r s o n i f i e d i n the l i t h o -
g r a p h e d i l l u s t r a t i o n s of f a s h i o n m a g a z i n e s s u c h 
as Godey's Lady's Book. T h i s f i g u r e e m b o d i e d 
the s p i r i t of the y o u t h f u l R o m a n t i c r e b e l l i o n , 
the A m e r i c a n d r i v e for h i g h status, a n d the res-
t r i c t ive m i d d l e - c l a s s V i c t o r i a n v i e w of w o m e n ' s 
r o l e . S h e was succeeded i n the 1860's a n d 1870's 
by " t h e v o l u p t u o u s w o m a n , " a m o r e m a t u r e , 
s o p h i s t i c a t e d a n d m u c h m o r e a m p l e m o d e l of 
beauty , o r i g i n a t i n g i n w o r k i n g - c l a s s a n d i m m i -
g r a n t c u l t u r e s that associated b u l k w i t h success. 
T h i s m o d e l was p o p u l a r i z e d by actresses, p a r t i c -
u l a r l y L i l l i a n R u s s e l l , i n the 1880's. W e l e a r n , 
h o w e v e r , that R u s s e l l b e g a n d i e t i n g i n 1896, f o l -
l o w i n g u n k i n d r e v i e w s w h i c h c o m p a r e d her to a 
w h i t e e l e p h a n t , i n d i c a t i n g the g r o w i n g a p p e a l 
of " t h e n a t u r a l w o m a n . " T h i s t a l l , s lender a n d 
a t h l e t i c m o d e l of beauty, a response to the " n e w 
w o m a n " of the 1890's a n d the p o p u l a r h e a l t h 
a n d p h y s i c a l e d u c a t i o n m o v e m e n t s , w a s p e r s o n -
i f i e d i n C h a r l e s D a n a G i b s o n ' s e n o r m o u s l y 
p o p u l a r d r a w i n g s o f " t h e G i b s o n G i r l . " A n 
a m b i g u o u s m o d e l o f beauty , n e i t h e r r a d i c a l n o r 
c o n s e r v a t i v e , the G i b s o n G i r l a p p e a l e d to b o t h 
w o r k i n g - c l a s s w o m e n a n d m i d d l e - c l a s s f e m i -
nis ts . Y e t by 1913, she too w a s b e i n g r e p l a c e d by 
" t h e f l a p p e r , " a lower -c lass c o m p e t i t o r m o d e l l e d 
o n the c h o r u s g i r l , w h o represented the h o p e s of 
w o r k i n g - c l a s s w o m e n a n d " a n e w , m o d e r n c o n -
cept o f w o m a n h o o d , o n e that i n v o l v e d i n d e -
pendence , s e x u a l f r e e d o m a n d a n e n t e r p r i s i n g , 
rea l i s t i c m a n n e r t o w a r d a career . " 
It is B a n n e r ' s c o n t e n t i o n that the e v o l u t i o n of 
f a s h i o n s a n d p h y s i c a l a p p e a r a n c e over the n i n e -
teenth c e n t u r y is i n d i c a t i v e o f m o r e s i g n i f i c a n t 
s o c i a l c h a n g e s . C r i t i c a l of w o r k s o n the h i s t o r y 
of w o m e n w h i c h h a v e r e g a r d e d the c e n t u r y "as a 
seamless w h o l e , " she argues i n s t e a d that p e r i o d s 
o f repressiveness a l te rnated w i t h p e r i o d s o f sen-
s u a l i t y a n d re la t ive f r e e d o m for w o m e n . M o r e 
i m p o r t a n t l y , she argues the existence o f a n o n g o -
i n g c o n f l i c t , o v e r l o o k e d by h i s t o r i a n s , between 
f a s h i o n a n d f e m i n i s m , a n d the c o - o p t a t i o n of 
f e m i n i s t p r i n c i p l e s b y the c o m m e r c i a l beauty 
c u l t u r e . F o r e x a m p l e , the f e m i n i s t d e f i n i t i o n of 
b e a u t y as a s p i r i t u a l q u a l i t y i m p l i e d that every 
w o m a n c o u l d be b e a u t i f u l , a p r i n c i p l e that w a s 
eager ly e x p l o i t e d by the beauty c u l t u r e . A d v e r t i s -
i n g d i rec ted th is message at o l d e r w o m e n , i n 
p a r t i c u l a r , w h o by the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y h a d 
b e c o m e i n c r e a s i n g l y " f r e e " to c o m p e t e w i t h the 
y o u n g i n the r e a l m of beauty a n d f a s h i o n . 
B a n n e r ' s p a i n s t a k i n g a t t e n t i o n to d e t a i l m a k e s 
American Beauty a treasure trove for the in ter -
ested s tudent of p o p u l a r c u l t u r e a n d w o m e n ' s 
h i s t o r y . W e l e a r n , for e x a m p l e , h o w w o m e n 
c u r l e d the i r h a i r before the i n v e n t i o n of the per-
m a n e n t w a v e i n 1906. W e d i s c o v e r that n i n e -
teenth-century w o m e n were l i k e l y to p r o n o u n c e 
n o t " c h e e s e " b u t " p r u n e s " f o r the p h o t o g r a h e r 
i n order to l e n d the a p p e a r a n c e o f a d a i n t y 
r o s e b u d to the i r m o u t h s . I n the a n t e b e l l u m 
years, w h e n cosmet i c s were f r o w n e d u p o n , s o m e 
w o m e n resorted to i n g e s t i n g v i n e g a r , c h a l k o r 
arsenic to o b t a i n a del icate c o m p l e x i o n . D u r i n g 
the F i r s t W o r l d W a r , w o m e n b e g a n s h a v i n g 
the i r a r m p i t s a n d legs i n response to the n e w 
shorter skir ts a n d sleeveless styles. 
T h e evidence m a r s h a l l e d i n s u p p o r t of B a n -
ner 's a r g u m e n t s is b o t h i m p r e s s i v e a n d fascinat-
i n g . U n f o r t u n a t e l y , the d e t a i l has a tendency, at 
t imes , to o v e r w h e l m the reader. I n r e j e c t i n g a n 
a p p r o a c h w h i c h w o u l d use the evidence of 
f a s h i o n " t o substant ia te theories rather t h a n to 
w r i t e h i s t o r y , " B a n n e r fa i l s to d e v e l o p a coherent 
o v e r - a r c h i n g h y p o t h e s i s w h i c h c a n be d i s c e r n e d 
w i t h o u t a great d e a l o f effort o n the p a r t o f the 
reader. S h e observes i n p a s s i n g that V i c t o r i a n -
i s m as a s o c i a l code was based o n a s e p a r a t i o n of 
the m a s c u l i n e a n d f e m i n i n e spheres a n d that o n e 
of its m a i n u n d e r p i n n i n g s was the code of 
f a s h i o n . S h e f u r t h e r suggests the existence o f a 
" C i n d e r e l l a m y t h o l o g y " w h i c h c o r r e s p o n d e d to 
the m y t h o f the se l f -made m a n a n d direc ted the 
energies of a m b i t i o u s w o m e n , d e n i e d access to 
p o w e r a n d success t h r o u g h m a l e - d o m i n a t e d 
enterpr ise , i n t o cut - throat c o m p e t i t i o n w i t h o n e 
a n o t h e r i n the f a s h i o n a r e n a . W h i l e the b o o k ' s 
c o n c l u s i o n p r o v i d e s a u s e f u l survey of f a s h i o n 
trends f r o m 1921, the date of the f irst M i s s A m e r -
i c a beauty p a g e a n t , to the present, i t f a i l s to 
d e v e l o p f u r t h e r o r p u l l together these a n d o t h e r 
i m p o r t a n t i n s i g h t s . 
A l s o d i s a p p o i n t i n g is the use o f v i s u a l mate-
r i a l s , w h i c h is s u r p r i s i n g l y t r a d i t i o n a l , g i v e n 
B a n n e r ' s i n n o v a t i v e c h o i c e of subject matter a n d 
a p p r o a c h . O n c e a g a i n , the i l l u s t r a t i o n s have 
been l u m p e d together at a n a r b i t r a r y p o i n t i n the 
m i d d l e of the b o o k a n d bear n o p a r t i c u l a r re la -
t i o n to the text. I n m a n y cases, they are a l t o -
gether l a c k i n g . W h a t is the reader to m a k e , f o r 
e x a m p l e , of a d i s c u s s i o n of the c o n s i d e r a b l e 
i m p a c t of H i r a m P o w e r s ' s c u l p t u r e , T h e G r e e k 
S lave , w h i c h t o u r e d the U n i t e d States i n 1847, 
w h e n the s c u l p t u r e itself is n o w h e r e to be seen? 
I n s u c h a case, o n e t h o u s a n d w o r d s d o n o t e q u a l 
a p i c t u r e . F u r t h e r m o r e , i n n e g l e c t i n g to in te -
grate text a n d p i c t u r e s i n a w a y that w o u l d direc t 
the v i e w e r ' s a t t e n t i o n to p a r t i c u l a r features o f 
the i m a g e b e i n g discussed, B a n n e r has d e n i e d 
the reader a n o p p o r t u n i t y to l e a r n f r o m h e r c o n -
s iderable s k i l l s i n i n t e r p r e t i n g v i s u a l ev idence . 
T h e s e c r i t i c i s m s n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g , American 
Beauty w i l l u n d o u b t e d l y be r e c o g n i z e d as o n e of 
the m o s t i m p o r t a n t recent c o n t r i b u t i o n s to f e m -
i n i s t s c h o l a r s h i p . It is a w o r k w h i c h m a y be read 
w i t h p r o f i t a n d e n j o y m e n t , a n d c o n t e m p o r a r y 
f e m i n i s t s w i l l f i n d f o o d for t h o u g h t i n the w a r n -
i n g it c o n t a i n s . N i n e t e e n t h century f e m i n i s t s , 
B a n n e r contends , underes t imated b o t h the p o w e r 
of the c o m m e r c i a l beauty c u l t u r e a n d the extent 
to w h i c h f a s h i o n " u n d e r l a y the ent ire c o n s t e l l a -
t i o n of d i s c r i m i n a t i o n s aga ins t w o m e n . " T h e 
g a i n s w h i c h a p p e a r e d to have been w o n by the 
ear ly t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y were, i n fact, decept ive . 
" S t a n d a r d s of beauty m i g h t c h a n g e a n d w o r k for 
u n m a r r i e d w o m e n become respectable, b u t w o -
m e n c o n t i n u e to def ine themselves by their p h y s -
i c a l a p p e a r a n c e a n d the i r a b i l i t y to attract m e n . " 
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T h i s b o o k is m u c h m o r e t h a n its t i t le suggests. 
It is a c o m p r e h e n s i v e a c c o u n t of the l e g a l d i s a b i -
l ites of m a r r i e d w o m e n i n n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y 
E n g l a n d ; a v a l u a b l e i n s i g h t i n t o the c o m p l e x i -
ties of the E n g l i s h l e g a l system p r i o r to the pas-
sage of the J u d i c a t u r e A c t ; a n d a f a s c i n a t i n g 
g l i m p s e i n t o the l ives a n d w o r k of V i c t o r i a n 
f e m i n i s t s . 
T h e l a w r e l a t i n g to m a r r i e d w o m e n ' s p r o p e r t y 
t u r n e d o n i ts h e a d the h u s b a n d ' s m a r r i a g e v o w : 
" W i t h a l l m y w o r l d l y g o o d s I thee e n d o w . " T h e 
s t ruggle f o r a system i n w h i c h a w o m a n w o u l d 
have the r i g h t to r e t a i n her p r o p e r t y o n m a r r i a g e 
a n d to o w n e r s h i p of h e r e a r n i n g s after m a r r i a g e 
is covered i n s o m e d e p t h . 
It beg ins i n the 1850's w h e n M i s s L e i g h S m i t h , 
w h o was to p l a y a n i m p o r t a n t r o l e i n the ear ly 
f e m i n i s t m o v e m e n t i n E n g l a n d , created a w o -
m e n ' s c o m m i t t e e w h i c h b e g a n a c o u n t r y w i d e 
c a m p a i g n to r e f o r m the l a w a n d presented a 
p e t i t i o n w i t h over 26,000 w o m e n ' s s ignatures to 
P a r l i a m e n t i n 1856. T h e ac t iv i t i e s of s o m e of 
these ear ly o r g a n i z e r s a n d s ignator ies , i n c l u d i n g 
E l i z a b e t h Barret t B r o w n i n g , A n n a J a m e s o n , 
M a r y H o w i t t , E l i z a b e t h G a s k e l l , M a r i a n E v a n s 
(later k n o w n as G e o r g e E l i o t ) are descr ibed. T h i s 
i n i t i a l effort f o u n d s u p p o r t e r s a n d cr i t i cs i n the 
H o u s e of C o m m o n s a n d resu l ted , n o t i n p r o p -
erty r e f o r m , b u t w i t h the D i v o r c e A c t of 1857. 
T h i s w a s a n i m p o r t a n t p iece of l e g i s l a t i o n for 
w o m e n ' s e m a n c i p a t i o n b u t i t d i d n o t e m b o d y 
the c o m p r e h e n s i v e r e f o r m of m a r r i e d w o m e n ' s 
p r o p e r t y l a w w h i c h f e m i n i s t s h a d been d e m a n d -
i n g . Nevertheless , the f irst f e m i n i s t c o m m i t t e e 
d i s b a n d e d a n d it t o o k a s e c o n d g e n e r a t i o n of 
f e m i n i s t s a n d c o m m i t t e e s , l e d by s u c h w o m e n as 
E l i z a b e t h C l a r k e W o l s t e n h o l m e , J o s e p h i n e G r e y 
B u t l e r a n d E m i l i a Jessie B o u c h e r e t t , i n the m i d 
1860's to regenerate interest a n d m o m e n t u m a n d 
b r i n g the issue back to P a r l i a m e n t i n 1867. B y 
th i s t i m e , the p o l i t i c a l scene h a d c h a n g e d d r a m -
a t i c a l l y w i t h m e n l i k e D i s r a e l i , G l a d s t o n e a n d 
J o h n S tuar t M i l l n o w s i t t i n g i n the H o u s e . Suc -
cess seemed at h a n d i n 1869 w h e n the b i l l s p o n -
sored by the M a r r i e d W o m e n ' s P r o p e r t y C o m -
mit tee was a p p r o v e d by the H o u s e of C o m m o n s 
o n t h i r d r e a d i n g by a vote of 208 to 46. U n f o r t u -
nate ly i t met w i t h great resistance i n the H o u s e 
of L o r d s w h o s u b s t a n t i a l l y rewrote the b i l l to the 
d e t r i m e n t of m a r r i e d w o m e n a n d i n d irec t o p p o -
s i t i o n to the p o p u l a r w i l l . T h i s c o m p r o m i s e w a s 
r e l u c t a n t l y accepted by the H o u s e of C o m m o n s 
a n d became the M a r r i e d W o m e n ' s P r o p e r t y A c t 
o f 1870. F o r the n e x t t w e l v e l o n g a n d f r u s t r a t i n g 
years the M a r r i e d W o m e n ' s P r o p e r t y C o m m i t t e e 
l a b o u r e d o n t h r o u g h changes i n m e m b e r s h i p 
a n d changes i n g o v e r n m e n t . A n u m b e r of the 
